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Introduction and Literature Review 
 

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, there remains an ambiguity or 
uncertainty in relation to the Christian faith and the act of war.  During recent 
years in the United States there has been both enthusiastic support and 
aggressive protests against American military endeavors. In fact, theologians 
have struggled for centuries with the morality of war.  While U.S. President 
George H. Bush declared the 1991-1992 war against Iraq as “a just war,” he was 
publicly opposed by many national religious leaders.1  Within the last decade, as 
President Bill Clinton deployed military troops in operations against Iraq and also 
the former Yugoslavia, he was not supported by many prominent U.S. Christian 
denominations.2  Further, as President George W. Bush lead the world in a war 
against global terrorism, as a direct result of the 11 September 2001 terrorist 
attacks upon America, significant disapproval from major American religious 
denominations resulted.3   
 

Christians from various denominations have legitimate questions related 
to war and the Christian faith. As a military chaplain, I have frequently spoken to 
soldiers expressing concern about the relationship of their faith to the possibility 
                                                             
1 Jeffery L. Shelter, “Holy War Doctrines: Theologians Have Been Struggling for Centuries with the Morality 
of War," U.S. News & World Report, February 11, 1991, pp, 55-56. The specific voices in this article against 
the war came from the Episcopal Church, The National Council of Catholic Bishops, the United Church of 
Christ, and the National Council of Churches. 
 
2 In 1996, the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) signed a statement of no support for the U.S. military 
enforcement of the no-fly zone over Iraq, stating “a sad but popular thirst for U.S. military action must be 
challenged.” Disciples News Service, September 23, 1996. In 1999, the Unitarian Universalist Association 
(UUA), headquartered in Boston, directly opposed the U.S. military policy of military force to suppress and 
overthrow the despotic rule of Yugoslavian President Slobodan Milosevic . See the UUA website at 
www.uua.org/news, May 15, 1999.  For liberal Christians, the use of military force is of little effect, since they 
believe changing the culture and social conditions of people is the key to their fulfillment in life.  Neither of 
the denominations mentioned above had any remarks related to the cause of war being sin and the only 
solution to war being found in the person and work of Jesus Christ. Instead, they believe, “The key is helping 
people stabilize their economy and living conditions.”  Disciples News Service, ibid.     
 
3 G. Russell Evans, “Mainline Churches Deplore War on Evil,” The Sword of the Lord, January 4, 2002, pp.5-
6.  In addition to the National Council of Churches, denominations publicly not supporting the U.S. war on 
international terrorists were the United Methodist Church, the United Church of Christ, the Episcopal Church, 
the Presbyterian Church (USA), and the Lutheran Church. 
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of having to take another person’s life.  The Bible is not silent on this issue. 
Christians and theologians have written and debated the issue of the morality of 
war since the time when the Apostle Peter used a sword to attempt to protect the 
Lord Jesus from a hostile mob (John 18:10).  The purpose of this article is to 
develop a systematic understanding of what the Bible teaches on the subject of 
war. 
 

The foundational literature on the subject of Christianity and warfare was 
written by Tertullian and Augustine. The first major Christian writer to address 
this theme was Tertullian of northern Africa (c.160-225). Tertullian asserted that 
Christians should pray for their government and military leaders and understood 
that many Christians were in the Roman military. His objection to Christians 
serving in the military were mostly from the pagan rituals, oaths, and idolatrous 
military ceremonies practiced by Roman troops, although he did question 
whether or not a true follower of Jesus could ever resort to violence.4 The next 
major Christian writer to address the issue of the Christian and military service 
was the famous Augustine (354-430).  Augustine lived at a violent period in 
European history, as pagan barbarians were overrunning large portions of the 
decaying Roman Empire. Augustine was close to death when the Vandal 
invaders surrounded Carthage and were about to destroy the city. Augustine 
wrote a letter in 418 to the city’s defender, Count Boniface, stating that war was 
unavoidable in a fallen world, and that Christians can please God while in military 
service, can help insure a peaceful existence through military strength, and can 
serve as peacemakers through righteous military duty.5  
 

During the medieval European time period, in which warfare between 
professing Christian peoples and later against Moslems was a manner of life, two 
key theologians built on the philosophical foundation of Tertullian and Augustine. 
These men created the basis for the modern framework of ethical thought related 
to the Christian and war. Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153) was a primary 
advocate of promoting peace among feuding European monarchs, but was an 
adamant supporter of a holy war against Islam. Bernard was the leading 
spokesman for the Second Crusade (1147-1148) and compelled thousands of 
men into military service for the honor of the Christian faith and the retaking of 
lands acquired by the Turks. The second important leader in the medieval 
development of the doctrine of the Christian and war was Thomas Aquinas 
(1225-1274), the Italian scholar and theologian. Aquinas directly addresses the 
issue of Christianity and war in an article titled, “Whether it is Always Sinful to 
Wage War?”  Here he clearly states that in order for a war to be just, it must be 
                                                             
4 Tertullian was a well-respected church apologist, or defended of Christianity to those outside the faith.  His 
copious writings are readily available in the multi-volume set edited by Phillip Schaff and James Donaldson, 
The Anti-Nicene Fathers, (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers). In vol. 3, Tertullian’s works on war and 
the Christian can be found in his writings called “Apology” and “On Idolatry.” 
 
5 Augustine of Hippo, “To Count Boniface,” The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, series I, vol. II. Augustine 
covers the issue of the Christian and war in a more thorough and philosophical manner in his classic 
treatise, “The City of God,”. Complete editions of this work are over 900 pages long. A helpful abridged 100 
page version of The City of God is published by Broadman & Holman,(1998). 
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decreed by proper civil authority, it must have a righteous cause, and it must 
have a righteous intention or final goal.6 

 
Some of the best modern resources are When is it Right to Fight, by 

Robert A. Morey;7 The Christian Attitude Towards War, by Loraine Boettner;8 
War: Four Christian Views, edited by Robert G. Clouse;9 and War and Christian 
Ethics, an anthology edited by Arthur Holmes.10 Morey’s book traces the 
relationship of Christianity and war through quotes from influencial Christian 
leaders from Bible days up to the present, with a very helpful thirteen page 
summary called “Questions & Answers.” Boettner’s brief ninety one page text is 
equally divided between Biblical instructions and practical and historical 
applications, and only surveys the subject. Robert Clouse has done this topic  
great service by editing his book which contrasts four diverse Christian 
perspectives on this subject. This text is essential in understanding the shades of 
meaning related to the Christian and war among professing Christians. Finally, 
Arthur F. Holmes has saved scholars much time and effort by compiling an 
essential three hundred and fifty six page text composed of abstracts on this 
subject from key sermons and doctrinal statements throughout church history, 
from pre-Christian authors up to the present period.      

 

                                                             
6 The key writing by Bernard of Clairvaux on the Christian and war is his relatively short sermon called, “A 
Holy War.”  Addressed specifically to the people of England and then widely distributed, this sermon 
lambasted the Moslems for violating the sacred places of historic Christianity and virtually shamed European 
Christendom into military action. The sermon is available in The Letters of Bernard of Clairvaux, edited by 
B.S. James (1953). The writings of Thomas Aquinas, heavily dependant upon Augustine, have had a 
profound influence on the modern relationship of Christianity to the conduct of warfare.  Aquinas covers 
issues as broad as the overall morality of war to specific issues such as whether or not it is right to lay 
ambushes for enemy troops in combat.  The volume of his writings are enormous. Helpful works are by M.D. 
Chenu, Toward Understanding Saint Thomas, (Chicago: Henry Regnery Company, 1964); and by Anton C. 
Pegis, editor, Basic Writings of Saint Thomas Aquinas, (New York: Ramdom House, 1944), 2 vols. 
 
7 Robert A. Morey, When is it Right to Fight. (Minneapolis: Bethany House Publishers, 1985).  At the time of 
this book, Dr. Morey was a prolific writer, a pastor, and the Executive Director of the Research and 
Education Foundation. 
 
8 Loraine Boettner, The Christian Attitude Towards War. (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed 
Publishing Co., 1985).  Dr. Boettner is still active in worldwide Presbyterian church affairs and has written 
numerous books on historical and theological themes. 
 
9 Robert G. Clouse, editor, War: Four Christian Views. (Winona Lake, IN: BMH Books, 1986). Dr. Clouse 
served for many years as a professor of history at Indiana State University. The four writers presenting their 
views within this book are Dr. Herman A. Hoyt, formerly of Grace Theological Seminary; Dr. Myron S. 
Augsberger, formerly of Eastern Mennonite College, Dr. Arthur Holmes of Wheaton College, and Dr. Harold 
O.J. Brown of Trinity Evangelical Divinity School. 
 
10 Arthur F. Holmes, editor, War and Christian Ethics: Classic Readings on the Morality of War. (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Book House, 1991). 
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A Theological Understanding of God in Relation to War 
 

It is interesting to note that evangelical and fundamental Christians in the 
U.S. have normally been supportive of the nation being called to arms.11 There 
are specific reasons that conservative Christians can support the very same 
military campaign that more liberal Christians would be adamantly opposed to. 
The differences come from theological presuppositions. The Bible centered 
Christian accepts the historical military accounts of the Bible as facts, revealing 
the nature and attributes of a holy God who judges evil, condemns the wicked, 
and reserves wrath for the unrepentant (Nahum 1:2-3; Revelation 19:11-21).12 To 
the Christian liberal, the military accounts of conquest and warfare are 
considered as primitive and undeveloped narratives that are to be understood as 
either allegory or as crude expressions of ancient tribalism.13  A example of an 
individual who holds this type of view is Rev. Seiichi M. Yasutake, who in 2000 
was an award recipient of the Episcopal Church for his pacifist and anti-military 
views.14    
 

The United Methodist Church (UMC) represents over eight million 
members and is a vocal critic of U.S. military intervention. The UMC, having fully 
adopted liberal critical views of the inspiration and authority of the Bible, is 
devoted to a humanistic theology of psychology, sociology, and political activism. 
For example, immediately after the September 11th terrorist attacks upon the 
United States, the UMC was critical of the U.S. policies in the Middle East and 
                                                             
11 Jeffery L. Shelter, p.56. Before and at the beginning of World War II, liberal protestants in the major 
American denominations called for the termination of the military chaplaincy, asserting that God was 
opposed to all war and that providing clergy in combat situations was contrary to the will of God. Evangelical 
and fundamental chaplains, however, were adamant that soldiers in peril needed to hear the true gospel and 
that clergy belonged in uniform with soldiers. The liberals lost their argument. For more details, see Kenneth 
E. Lawson, W.O.H. Garman: Patriarch of Christian Fundamentalism Within the Armed Forces Chaplaincy, 
(Taylors, SC: Associated Gospel Churches, 2000), pp.39-52. 
 
12 Nahum 1:2-3, “The Lord is jealous, and the Lord revengeth; the Lord revengeth and is furious; the Lord 
will take vengeance on his adversaries, and he reserveth wrath for his enemies. The LORD is slow to anger, 
and great in power, and will not at all acquit the wicked.” The Revelation 19 text describes the judgment 
upon the unrepentant by the returning and glorified Lord Jesus Christ, as “he treadeth the winepress of the 
wrath of Almighty God ,” v.15. Unless otherwise stated, all quotes are from The King James Version of the 
Bible, (Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1979).   
 
13 For an example I will use the Spanish theologian Dr. Angel Gonzales, whose writings have been 
frequently translated into English and used by liberal Christians in the United States. Dr. Gonzales teaches a 
political activism and liberal social gospel which twists God’s Word to fit his anti-American agenda. See his 
book, El Libro de los Salmos – Introduccion , Version y Commentario, (Barcelona: 1966).    
 
14 Sharon Sheridan, “Yasutake Receives Sayre Award from Episcopal Peace Fellowship: Special Reporting 
During General Convention,” Episcopal News Service, July 12, 2000. Mr. Yasutake was expelled from the 
faculty of the University of Cincinnati for refusing to take an oath of loyalty towards the United States and is 
well known for his pacificm, anti-war, and anti-militarism views. 
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published a hasty “No to War” statement.15 The UMC, having abandoned 
confidence in an infallible Bible, now twists the plain and obvious meaning of 
particular Bible texts to promote their pacifictic “love at all costs” theology. Even 
though the Bible is replete with examples of God using war to institute his 
sovereign control upon earth,16  the UMC states, “We deplore war and urge the 
peaceful settlement of all disputes among nations. From the beginning, the 
Christian conscience has struggled with the harsh realities of violence and war, 
for these evils clearly frustrate God’s loving purposes for humankind”.17 
 

The idea that the God of the Bible always opposes war or the taking of 
human life is simply not biblically correct. The Lord is the creator and author of all 
life. As creator He may create and remove life as He wills. As all holy, God’s 
intolerance of sin may result in both individual and military acts of taking human 
life. While the thought is abhorrent to Christian liberals, that God would directly 
take the life of a person,18 the plain teaching of the Bible says that this is true. For 
example, when the sons of Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, offered “strange fire”19 

                                                             
15 G. Russell Evans, p.6. 
 
16 Some examples of Bible texts which clearly state that the Lord uses war among nations to promote His 
ultimate program in this world are found in the book of Ezekiel.  At this point the liberals are in serious error. 
Over seventy times in Ezekiel there are warnings or condemnations related to military judgment on sin, for 
the expressed purpose “that people may know the Lord.” For example, in Ez.6:1-7 the Lord God pronounces 
judgment upon Israel for apostasy, with the outcome that an invading Army is sent by the Lord to chasten 
the people.  The results of this chastening are, “The slain shall fall in the midst of you, and ye shall know that 
I am the Lord” (v.7). This theme is repeated again in Ez.12:13-15, where the nation of Babylon is mentioned 
as a military tool to scatter and discipline the Jews, so that “they shall know that I am the Lord” (v.15).  The 
condemnation of ‘not knowing the Lord” relates to a lack of personal association or intimate identification. 
There was no bond or unity between the Lord and those who professed a relationship to God but in fact did 
not know the Lord in an individual faith relationship. The serious error of the liberals is that they display no 
awe or reverence, of sense of holy wonder at the glory of the Lord and the sacredness of his Word. With the 
contemporary liberals, as with the apostate Jews in Ezekiel’s day, an irreverence towards the character of 
God and a disregard towards the Word of God has produced a contemptuous presupposition towards Bible 
interpretation.  The results in liberal Christian theology are seen in their lack of spiritual discernment, profane 
use of the Bible, no comprehension of the holiness of God and the resulting demand for biblical separation, 
and an ecumenical and social philosophy of ministry. 
 
17 “Military Service.”  The Official Website of the United Methodist Church, www.umc.org. 
 
18 A quote from Leon Morris is here appropriate. Morris is a contemporary evangelical theologian and prolific 
author, now serving at Ridley College, Melbourne, Australia. In speaking of the phrase, “Our God is a 
consuming fire” from Hebrews 12:26, Morris states, “In an expression apparently taken from Deuteronomy 
4:24, the writer emphasizes that God is not to be trifled with. It is easy to be so taken up with the love and 
compassion of God that we overlook his implacable opposition to all evil. The wrath of God is not a popular 
subject today but it looms large in biblical teaching. The writer is stressing that his readers overlook this 
wrath at their peril.” Leon Morris, “Hebrews,” The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Frank E. Gaebelein, ed. 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishers, 1981), p.145. 
 
19 The word in English “strange” in the expression “strange fire” in Leviticus 10:1 comes from the Hebrew 
word (זּור) ZUWR, meaning “profane, foreign, or adulterous.”  The New International Version of the Bible 
(NIV) translates the word as “unauthorized fire “ while The Amplified Bible uses the expression “unholy fire.”  
All these translations properly reveal meanings in the Hebrew word ZUWR.  See James Strong, Strong’s 
Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible, (Iowa Falls, IA: Riverside Book and Bible House, (1890), 1977 
edition), p.979. See also The Comparative Study Bible, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishers, 1984), 
pp268-269.    
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before the Lord, their lives were taken in a direct violent act of God (Leviticus 
10:1-2).  God caused the earth to open up and swallow the rebellious Korah and 
his followers (Numbers 16:31-33). The Lord smote Uzzah dead because he put 
forth his hand upon the Ark (II Samuel 6:1-7). In a military conflict, the Lord was 
responsible for the killing of 185,000 pagan Assyrian soldiers intent on destroying 
Israel (II Kings 19:35). In another military scenario, the armies of the Pharaoh of 
Egypt were drowned in the Red Sea as they pursued the defenseless Israelites 
(Exodus 14:26-31). This is to say nothing of the worldwide flood in the days of 
Noah, when by a direct act of God a huge but undeterminable number of people 
were killed (Genesis 6-8: II Peter 3:5-6). 
 

While the plain teaching of the Bible in these texts is obvious, liberal 
Christian scholars perform theological gymnastics and scripture twisting to make 
the plain and obvious meaning of the texts say something liberals support 
through their theological presuppositions.  For example, a Bible study resource 
provided by the United Church of Christ (UCC) uses Jeremiah 31:15 as a 
platform for preaching social justice, family values, and anti-poverty. The verse 
says, “Thus saith the Lord, A voice was heard in Ramah, lamentation, and bitter 
weeping; Rachel, weeping for her children, refused to be comforted for her 
children, because they were not.” The intent of Bernice Powell Jackson, author of 
the study guide, is to use this verse to advocate radical social change in America. 
This change, she states, can only come through eliminating poverty, reducing 
crime, and promoting education and better employment opportunities.20 
However, in the historical and grammatical context of Jeremiah 31, Israel is being 
punished by the Lord for their continuing sins and refusal to repent. Ms. Jackson 
makes no mention of that. Further, the context of Jeremiah 31:15 reveals clearly 
that the calamities upon Israel were directly sent as a chastening by the Lord 
(v.18), that it was God who scattered the people (v.10), and that Israel as a 
“backslidden daughter” (v.22) was being judged by the Lord. What Ms. Jackson 
and other Christian liberals practice is not exegesis, which seeks to determine 
the literal meaning of a text in historical and grammatical context, but rather a 
presumptuous and assuming hermeneutic of brazen presuppositional bias. The 
liberals have an agenda of social improvement and reinterpret the Bible to fit 
within their own theological paradigm, and cannot imagine that God would 
literally judge a people or actually cause people to be killed.       
 

A common theological statement of liberal Christians is that the God of the 
Old Testament was different and that the God of the New Testament is kinder 
and gentler, and has risen above the warfare narratives of the Old Testament.21 
                                                             
20 Bernice Powell Jackson, “Justice and Peace Ministries.” www.ucc.org, pp.14-15. Ms. Jackson is an 
ordained clergywoman of the United Church of Christ, and is the current Director of the UCC Justice and 
Witness Ministries.    
  
21 In this area, a favorite target of liberal Christian scholars is the Old Testament book of Psalms. To many 
liberals, the God of the OT could never endorse the numerous calls for justice and vengeance that permeate 
the Psalms. Examples of liberal writings are seen in John Bright, The Authority of the Old Testament, (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Book House, 1975), and H.D.M. Spence and Joseph S. Exell, eds., The Pulpit Commentary, 
vol.8, “The Psalms.” (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing, 1962).   
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Again, the presuppositions of the liberals or their ineffectual  hermeneutics are 
refuted by the simple reading of the plain New Testament texts. The Lord smote 
dead Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5:1-10). Individuals died in the Corinthian 
church because of public sins (I Corinthians 11:30). In the New Testament, God 
is called “a consuming fire” (Hebrews 12:29), meaning that the Lord has an 
inflexible opposition to all evil and will judge the wicked.22 It is a fact that in the 
Gospels, Jesus spoke more about hell and judgment than about heaven, and 
that He will return to earth in a violent worldwide military conquest to initiate His 
earthy millennial kingdom (Revelation 19:11-21).   
 

Liberal Christian scholars misunderstand the concept of the love of God.23 
There can not be an argument against a loving God because He deals in 
judgment. A parent who loves a child will sometimes punish that child in love for 
disobedience and sin (Hebrews 12:5-6). War allowed by God does not mean that 
God does not love. For the holy God of Heaven to love humanity does not mean 
that He permits us to go on in all kinds of wickedness without judgment. As one 
author stated, “A man may go to hell unsaved, but he will never go to hell 
unloved”.24 The love of God is placed within the paradigm of His holiness, 
righteousness, and justice. It is biblically inaccurate to promote the love of God 
without a careful evaluation of human sin. Here is where liberalism fails. 
Evaluating the love of God can only be accurate by a thorough understanding of 
the natural human condition of the sinfulness of man. The Baptist theologian 
John Gill accurately recorded the biblical relationship between the love of God 
and the sinfulness of humanity.  

 
As to the origin of it, it is free and sovereign. Nothing out of God moved him to do 

it. He did not set his love upon us because of any loveliness in us; or because of any love 
                                                             
22 The word “consuming” in the phrase “consuming fire” in Hebrews 12:29 comes from the Greek word 
(καταναλίσκω) KATALISKO, which means to use up; to destroy; to utterly devastate. See W.E. Vine, Vine’s 
Expository Dictionary of Biblical Words, (New York: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1984), p.125. 
 
23 Liberal Christians promote a sentimental love based on human conditions, instead of a divine and holy 
love based on the righteousness of God. Since the Lord is both holy (Isaiah 6:1-3) and love (I John 4:8), the 
love of God is conditioned by holiness, and his holiness is conditioned in love. Both attributes combine 
perfectly in him as to be at once gentle and patient yet firm and strong, being both loving and having a holy 
righteousness simultaneously.  The sentimental “love” of God expressed by liberals is not the love of God 
found in the Bible. The liberal says God is so loving that he would never send a person to hell, while the 
Bible teaches that because people are doomed to hell, God acted in love in sending his Son to be the Savior 
of the world. The liberal states that doctrine should not separate Christians, and that love should prevail, but 
the Bible teaches that if a person loves God they will keep his commandments (1 John 5:3).  In fact, the very 
fact that liberals compromise doctrine for the sake of a human sentimental anti-scriptural “love” is biblically 
speaking an unloving act.  It is not loving to accommodate theological error.  See Sinclair Ferguson, editor, 
New Dictionary of Theology, (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 1988), pp.400-401.  A classic study on 
love as an attribute of God was done by John Gill (1671-1771), called “The Love of God Considered.”  This 
study is easily accessible thorough  www.freegrace.net/gill.  The complete works of John Gill are available in 
four volumes, called The Baptist Faith Series, (Paris, AK: Baptist Standard Bearer, 2000).  A more 
contemporary but equally valuable text on the love of God was written by Martin Lloyd Jones, The Love of 
God, (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 1994).  The book by Lloyd Jones is based on a detailed 206 page 
study of I John chapter four, and accurately exposes the artificial “love” of liberal Christian theologians when 
compared to the biblical doctrine of the love of God as found in the Bible.   
 
24 Robert Moyer, The Christian and War. (Murfreesboro, TN: Sword of the Lord Publishers, 1989), p.10. 
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in us for him. Not because of any loveliness in ourselves. For we were in no wise better 
than others, being by nature the children of wrath…. 

As to the objects of God’s love, it is special and discriminating…. He will have 
mercy on whom he will have mercy, and will be gracious to whom he will be gracious…. 
But God commended his love toward us, that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for 
us. Matchless, unparalleled grace! 

We know that God is of purer eyes than to behold evil, or look upon iniquity: that 
n he takes no pleasure in sin, neither shall evil dwell with him, but hates all the workers of 
iniquity. We abhor and detest all notions to the contrary; yet firmly believe the 
unchangeableness of God’s love to his people.25 

 
 
The Meaning of Exodus 20:13 
 

The sixth of the Ten Commandments given Moses by the Lord on Mount 
Sinai states simply in the King James Version (KJV), “Thou shalt not kill” (Exodus 
20:13). The New International Version (NIV) seeks to capture the essential 
meaning of the Hebrew word RATSACH (ִּתְרָצח) of the… [edit] 

 
And by accurately translating the expression as “You shall not murder.” 

This sixth of the Ten Commandments is the most common claim to authority 
made by liberal Christians against the idea of a Christian participating in war. The 
meaning and context of this word in the writings of Moses will be addressed in 
detail. 
 

The word commonly translated in English as “kill” in Exodus 20:13 does 
not refer to the taking of all human life in every situation. The complete writings of 
Moses make this clear. For example, when Phinehas executed two fornicating 
Israelites who flaunted their sin before the people, he was commended as a hero 
of the Lord, not rebuked as one who violated the sixth commandment (Numbers 
25:6-8). The word (ִּתְרָצח) RATSACH, translated “kill” in the KJV, is used in the 
Decalogue only three other times, twice in reference to avenging the killing of 
another person (Numbers 35:27; Deuteronomy 4:42), and once as the sixth 
commandment is repeated in Deuteronomy 5:17. The word (ִּתְרָצח) literally means 
“to murder”.26   

 
It is certain that Moses understood the intent of the sixth commandment 

as being in reference to selfish, premeditated, vindictive murder, and not related 
to the taking of human life in reference to governmental preservation or military 
activities. To illustrate, after Moses carried the Decalogue down Mount Sinai, he 
discovered the faithless idolatry of the Israelites as they worshipped the golden 
calf. Moses ordered the perpetrators executed (Exodus 32:19-29). In this 

                                                             
25 John Gill, “Sermon on The Love of God Considered: II Thessalonians 3:5.” www.freegrace.net/gill, pp. 2-4. 
 
26 C.F. Keil and F. Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament. (Grand rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing 
Co., n.d.), vol. I, p.123. W.E. Vine, Vine’s Expository Dictionary of Biblical Words. (New York: Thomas 
Nelson Publishers, 1985), p.128.   
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command, Moses did not violate the sixth of the Ten Commandments he had just 
delivered to the people. Rather, both Moses and the Jews understood that the 
taking of human life does not automatically in every case violate the sixth 
commandment.  
 

Since the Hebrew words translated in English as “kill” in the Old 
Testament have variation in usage, comparing scripture with scripture reveals 
which types of killing God forbids and which type is allowed or even commanded.  
Guiding principles are that the Lord “hates hands that shed innocent blood” 
(Proverbs 6:17), and that the death penalty is allowed upon those who “lie in 
wait” to murder from premeditated lust or greed (Numbers 35:20). Even kings 
were not exempt from this rule. Both King Ahab and King David can serve as 
examples. Through greed and covetousness, King Ahab falsely arrested and 
then executed the innocent Naboth, in order to acquire his bountiful lands. The 
Lord told the prophet Elijah that King Ahab was a murderer who would die for his 
crime (1 Kings 21:19). In King David’s case, we have a clear illustration between 
the taking of life in a military context and the murder of an innocent man. While 
the military commander of the armies of Israel, David followed the leading of the 
Lord in military combat, and received divine protection from the Lord against the 
Ammonites and Syrians. Yet in the midst of this military campaign we have the 
dismal account of David plotting the death of his own officer Uriah for selfish 
personal gain. David was commended by God for his abilities as a military 
commander of armies in combat, but condemned by the Lord for the murder of 
Uriah (2 Samuel 10-11).  
 

Thus, the Biblical evidence displays that there is a distinct difference 
between the premeditated taking of innocent life for selfish gain, and the taking of 
human life in the context of military service. The sixth commandment condemns 
murder, the deliberate taking of another person’s life based on lust, rage, 
selfishness, or malevolent intentions. The sixth commandment does not 
automatically prohibit the taking of human life in every context and situation.   
 

Continuing to compare scripture with scripture, we discover that later Old 
Testament prophets and priests fully understood that the command of “thou shalt 
not kill” applied to murder of innocents and not to the taking of life in all contexts. 
To illustrate, both Old Testament priests and prophets asked and received the 
blessing of the Lord upon various military campaigns.  It was a priest who said to 
Saul before a battle, “Let us draw near unto God” (1 Samuel 14:35-36). It was a 
prophet sent from the Lord that promised King Ahab victory in battle over Syrian 
forces so that “thou shalt know that I am the Lord” (1 Kings 20:13). In reference 
to military campaigns, King Jehoshaphat sought godly advice from the prophets 
Micaiah (1 Kings 22:5-28) and later Elijah (2 Kings 3:9-11). Even the prophet 
Jeremiah, though imprisoned by evil King Zedekiah, was sought by this king for 
godly spiritual counsel before a military campaign (Jeremiah 37:16-17; also 21:1-
2). We can therefore conclude that holy men of God in the Old Testament could 
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and did support the taking of human life in war, and received the blessing of God 
upon their armies.    

 
Human Governments and War  
 

In keeping with the understanding of the Hebrew word (ִּתְרָצח) in Exodus 
20:13, meaning that premeditated murder is condemned, we also can examine 
the New Testament Greek word used by the Apostle Paul in Romans 13:9, 
where he quotes from the sixth commandment. The Greek word Paul uses is 
(φονεύω) PHONEUO (Romans 13:9), meaning “to be a murderer,” to “kill a man 
unjustly,” or to have criminal intent in taking another person’s life.27 As we 
examine these Hebrew and Greek words in the Bible, we find that they are never 
used to describe killing animals or plants, or God causing a person to die, or 
killing in warfare. Nor do these words ever describe the execution of a criminal.  
Simply put, murder is condemned (Numbers 35:20) but self defense is allowed, 
both in an individual context (Exodus 22:2-3) and on a wider scale. Governments 
are allowed to defend human life by military force. 
 

Self-defense may require several men, or even an entire city or nation, to 
arm themselves, and to protect themselves and their families by killing their 
assailants. For example, when Nehemiah, the governor of Jerusalem, saw the 
city threatened by enemies, he armed the citizenry with spears, swords, and 
bows, and exhorted the people, “Be not ye afraid of them. Remember the Lord, 
who is great and terrible; and fight for your brethren, your sons, and your 
daughters, your wives, and your houses” (Nehemiah 4:14). Nehemiah was a 
committed man of God who certainly understood the intent of the sixth 
commandment. There was no prohibition upon him, as a civil leader, from using 
force and taking life if necessary to defend his people.  An example of an 
individual arming himself and killing a belligerent enemy is in the account of 
David and Goliath.  On a battlefield between opposing military forces, the young 
David slew the Philistine giant, Goliath (1 Samuel 17:45-51). David was not 
criticized for such a deed, but was considered a hero who fought for the honor of 
the Lord and the integrity of the Jewish nation, and was blessed for his deed. No 
accusations were made against David for breaking the sixth commandment. 
Rather, the God who instituted the Ten Commandments rewarded David for his 
killing of the archenemy of Israel.  
 

The God of the Bible, a God of love, is actively involved in human 
governments conducting wars. After the Lord delivered the Jews through the Red 
Sea crossing and drowned the armies of Pharaoh, Moses sang a song of praise 
to the Lord, saying “The LORD is a man of war: Jehovah is His name” (Exodus 
                                                             
27 James Strong, Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible, p.561; W.E. Vine, Vine’s Expository 
Dictionary of Biblical Words, section II, p.342; Spiro Zodhaites, The Complete Word Study Dictionary – New 
Testament, p.1451.  This same Greek word, PHONEUO (φονεύω), is used in the epistle from James when 
he also quotes from the sixth commandment, “thou shalt not kill” (James 2:11).  There were six different 
Greek words translated into English as “kill,” with (φονεύω) being the specific Greek word for premeditated 
murder. 
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15:3). As Moses and the Jews began to obey the orders of the Lord and conquer 
the land of Palestine, Moses reminded the people that the Lord would empower 
them to victory (Numbers 32:20-22). An interesting text related to the concept of 
God involved in human wars is found in Deuteronomy 20:1-4. Here we observe 
the command for the priests who were dedicated to the worship of the Lord in the 
Tabernacle to preach to the troops before battle, assuring the soldiers that “The 
LORD thy God is He that goeth with you, to fight for you against your enemies, to 
save you”(v.4). It was the warrior king of Israel, David the son of Jesse, who is 
called by the Lord as “a man after my own heart”(I Samuel 13:12), who thanked 
the Lord, stating, “Blessed be the Lord, my strength, who teacheth my hands to 
war, and my fingers to fight” (Psalm 144:1).     
 

It cannot be stated with accuracy that the relationship of war to human 
governments was exclusively towards Israel and the preservation of the Jews. 
Daniel was speaking of pagan kings and kingdoms when he stated that “[God] 
changeth the times and the seasons; he removeth kings and setteth up kings…” 
(Daniel 2:21). The Lord sent the militant heathen empire of Babylon to judge the 
wicked city of Nineveh (Nahum 3:1-7) and the pagan nation of Egypt (Jeremiah 
46:1-13). It was to the polytheistic Pontius Pilate that Jesus stated, “You could 
have no power except it was given you by me” (John 19:11). The Biblical 
evidence declares that God controls governments, and war is a part of the 
human disposition. Under the providence of God war is to be conducted properly 
in order to seek the approval of heaven. War is not condemned, but rather is 
seen as something to be performed in accordance with the will of God. For 
example, Proverbs 20:18 states, “Every purpose is established by council, and 
with good advice make war.” The writer of Ecclesiastes said, “To everything there 
is a season, and a time to every purpose… a time to love, and a time to hate, a 
time of war, and a time of peace.”(Ecclesiastes 3:1,8).   
 

The New Testament relationship between the Christian and human 
government, especially related to the taking of human life, supports the 
foundational principles found in the Old Testament. The classic New Testament 
text that describes the relationship between the Lord and human governments is 
Romans 13:1-4.28  Paul begins by reminding us that “there is no power but of 
God” and that “the powers that be are ordained of God” V.1.  Such authority is in 
place by “the ordinance of God” for the benefit of the governed, vv.2-3. As an 
instrument of God, human government bears the sword as “the minister of God, 
an avenger to execute wrath upon him that doeth evil,” v.4. Paul is thus telling us 
that the taking of human life “by the sword” is by the express command of God. 
Such killing is not murder. God gave life. All life is His and He has the right to 

                                                             
28 The Apostle Paul also speaks of this theme in his letter to his disciple Titus, mentioning that the Christians 
on the island of Crete should be reminded to subject themselves to the civil authorities and to obey the 
magistrates (Titus 3:1).  The Apostle Peter wrote to the scattered Christians in ancient Asia Minor and 
reminded them to submit to the secular civil authorities “for the sake of the Lord,” realizing that God has 
commissioned human government ‘for the punishment of evildoers,” I Peter 2:13-14. For a fuller treatment of 
this subject, see John Eidsmore, Christianity and the Constitution, (Grand rapids: Baker Book House, 1987), 
pp.51-73; and Ian R.K. Paisley, The Fundamentalist and His State, (Greenville, SC: BJU Press, 1976). 
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take it or delegate the power to take life to whosoever He wishes. This taking of 
life under the authority of God-ordained human governments may take a civil or 
military form, but the basic Pauline teaching is identical. God delegated that right 
to governments for the maintenance of a social order based on righteousness.29  
These factors are especially significant when we realize that the government 
Paul lived under was the pagan Roman Empire, which persecuted Christians for 
almost three hundred years.   
 
The Just War Theory 
 

It was Augustine, Bishop of Hippo in northern Africa from 396 to 430, who 
systematically organized biblical teachings into a logical and coherent format 
related to the Christian and war. His treatise, woven throughout his book called 
The City of God, is the foundational document for all subsequent discussions on 
this topic.30 Augustine insisted that there was no private right to kill. One can only 
take human life under the authority of God, as communicated by direct or implicit 
command from God, or by a legitimate ruler who carries out God’s intent to 
restrain evil on earth. This being so, Augustine asserted that the soldier or civil 
court executioner does not himself kill, but acts only as an instrument of the one 
who commands, that being God through human agencies. He further stated that 
the sixth commandment against killing refers to premeditated murder for selfish 
personal gain, and that soldiers in war or executioners employed by civil courts 
do not violate the sixth commandment.  
  
 The Augustinian model of the Just War Theory has permeated throughout 
contemporary Christendom, to the point where the current basis for morality in 
warfare, written in secular military textbooks, fully follow the model of Augustine.  
Yet the Judeo-Christian basis for the contemporary military morality in war  
frequently excludes mention of Augustine by name.31 Augustine declared that 
war may be waged by those in legitimate authority, and only for a moral or just 
cause. This may be understood as applying to both a defensive war or an 
offensive war, both to avenge evil or to prevent the expansion of wickedness. 
During the 1991 war between the coalition led by the United States against the 
expansionist regime of Iraq, the Augustinian principles for conducting a just war 
were again presented to the American public. They are summarized as follows.32 
 

                                                             
29 Robert Moyer, The Christian and War, p.6. 
 
30 Augustine of Hippo, “The City of God”, in Nicene and Post Nicene Fathers, series I, vol. II.  
 
31 For example, see Lloyd J. Matthews and Dale E. Brown, The Parameters of Military Ethics, (Washington, 
DC: Pergamon-Brassey’s Defense Publishers, 1989). 
 
32 Robert A. Keefer, “The Way Christians Regard War,” Cincinnati Enquirer, February 2, 1991, p.A-6. 
Kenneth T. Walsh, “Bush’s Just War Doctrine,” U.S. News & World Report, February 4, 1991, pp.52-53. 
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a. Just Cause. A war can be started only for just reasons. They may 
include: Vindication of justice, restoring a just international order, 
protecting innocent human life, and restoration of human rights. 

b. Competent Authority. War can be started only by those with 
responsibility for public order and legitimate authority for engaging the 
nation in war. 

c. Comparative Justice. The central question should be: Is the justice of 
our cause greater than theirs? 

d. Right Intention.  A just war is only a means to gain peace and 
reconciliation – not humiliation and punishment.  

e. Last Resort. All nonviolent alternatives should be exhausted. 
f. Probability of Success. If a successful end is futile, war should not be 

started. 
g. Proportionality of Projected Results. The good expected from war must 

be greater than all the foreseen costs. 
h. Right Spirit. War must be engaged only with an attitude of regret. 
i. Selective Immunity. Non-combatants should be safeguarded. 

 
A Biblical Example of an Ethical War (Genesis 14:1-24) 
 

The biblical book of Genesis reveals the first detailed example of warfare 
conducted along Judeo-Christian principles. Augustine, in his development of the 
Just War Theory, did not invent anything. All of his principles for the proper 
conduct of war are found in Genesis 14:1-24, in the battle between the forces of 
Abram (Abraham) and the army of Chedorlaomer of Mesopatamia.33  
  

 (v.1)And it came to pass in the days of Amra’phel, king of 
Shinar, Arioch, king of Ella’sar, Chedorlaomer, king of Elam, and 
Tidal, king of nations; 
 (v.2)That these made war with Bera, king of Sodom, and 
with Birsha, king of Gomorrah, Shinab, king of Adman, and 
Sheme’ber, king of Zeboi’im, and the king of Bela, which is Zoar. 
 (v.3) All these were joined together in the vale of Siddim, 
which is the salt sea. 
 (v.4) Twelve years they served Chedorlaomer, and in the 
thirteenth year they rebelled. 
 (v.5) And in the fourteenth year came Chedorlaomer, and 
the kings that were with him, and smote the Reph’aim in Ashteroth-
karna’im, and the Zuzim in Ham, and the E’mim in Shavez-
kiriathaim, 

                                                             
33 The example of Abram (Abraham) as a model in the conduct of a Just War is frequently an overlooked 
theme in the discussion of the Christian and War. Some exceptions to this repeated oversight are found in 
Morrey, When is it Right to Fight, pp.23-26, and Normal Geisler, Christian Ethics, (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Book House, 1989), p.231. However, neither of these sources fully develop this theme. Morey accurately 
stated, “Abraham was a man of peace…. He negotiated treaties whenever possible and went to war only 
when there was no other option left,” p.26 
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 (v.6) And the Horites in their Mount Seir, unto El-Paran, 
which is by the wilderness. 
 (v.7) And they returned, and came to En-mishpat, which is 
kadesh, and smote all the country of the Amal’ekites, and also the 
Amorites, that dwell in Haz’on-tamar. 
 (v.8) And there went out the king of Sodom, and the king of 
Gomorrah, and the king of Admah, and the king ofZeboiim, and the 
king of Bela (the same is Zoar), and they joined battle with them in 
the vale of Siddim; 
 (v.9) With Chedolaomer, the king of Elam, and with Tidal, 
king of nations, and Amra’phel, king of Shinar, and Ar’ioch, king of 
Ella’sar, four kings with five. 
 (v.10) And the vale of Siddim was full of slime pits; and the 
kings of Sodom and Gomorrah fled, and fell there; and they that 
remained fled to the mountain. 
 (v.11) And they took all the goods of Sodom and Gomorrah, 
and all their food supplies, and went their way. 
  (v.12) And they took Lot, Abram’s brother’s son, who dwelt 
in Sodom, and his goods, and departed. 

 
These first twelve verses of the Genesis chapter fourteen account of 

warfare in the ancient world set the context for the Just War philosophy of 
Abram. Here we observe neighboring tribes of people conducting war for no 
apparent reason except for the exploitation of neighbors, the acquisition of 
slaves, and the looting of private property. The most powerful king of that region, 
Chedorlaomer of Elam, gathered his army, subjected his neighbors to his rule, 
then sought further conquests among the smaller tribal people that lived in the 
region now generally called Palestine. The conquered tribes were enslaved for 
thirteen years (v.4), until they rebelled and were subsequently crushed. Then 
Chedorlaomer further waged war against the smaller kingdoms of Gomorrah and 
Sodom, ransacking villages, vandalizing property, stealing personal belongings 
from non-combatants, and taking civilian prisoners. Nothing about the military 
campaign of Chedorlaomer could be called a Just War. His motives were 
personal greed, lust for power, and the subjection of peaceful neighbors. His 
tactics were ruthless, brutal, and viciously exploitative of civilians. This is in 
severe contrast to the principles of a Just War adhered to by Abram against the 
forces of Chedorlaomer. 

 
(v.13) And there came one that had escaped, and told 

Abram, the Hebrew; for he dwelt by the oaks of Marme, the 
Amorite, brother of Eshcol, and brother of A’ner: and these were 
confederate with Abram. 

(v.14) And when Abram heard that his brother was taken 
captive, he armed his trained servants, born in his own house, 
three hundred and eighteen, and pursued them unto Dan. 
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(v.15) And he divided his men against them, he and his 
servants, by night, and smote them, and pursued them unto Hobah, 
which is on the left hand of Damascus. 

(v.16) And he brought back all the goods, and also brought 
again his brother, Lot, and his goods, and the women also, and the 
people. 

(v.17) And the king of Sodom went out to meet him [Abram] 
after his return from the slaughter of Chedorlaomer, and of the 
kings that were with him, at the valley of Sha’veh, which is the 
king’s dale. 

(V.18) And Melchiz’edek, king of Salem, brought forth bread 
and wine; and he was the priest of the most high God. 

(v.19) And he blessed him, and said, Blessed by Abram of 
the most high God, possessor of heaven and earth: 

(v.20) And he [Melchiz’edek] blessed the most high God, 
who hath delivered thine enemies into thy hand. And he [Abram] 
gave him tithes of all. 

(v.21) And the king of Sodom said unto Abram, Give me the 
persons,, and take the goods to thyself. 

(v.22) And Abram said unto the king of Sodom, I have lifted 
up mine hand unto the Lord, the most high God, the possessor of 
heaven and earth, 

(v.23) That I will not take from a thread even to a 
shoelatchet, and that I will not take any thing that is thine, lest thou 
shouldest say, I have made Abram rich; 

(v.24) Save only that which the young men have eaten, and 
the portion of the men which went with me, A’ner, Eshcol, and 
Mamre; let them take their portion.  

 
According to the Just War Theory, a war should only be started for a just 

or righteous reason, such as vindication of justice, restoring legitimate civil order, 
protecting innocent human life, the restitution of stolen property, or reestablishing 
basic human rights. In this scenario presented in Genesis 14, we discover Abram 
in the position of instituting a just war. He observed an unwarranted attack, the 
looting of property, and the enslavement of civilians as prisoners of war. He 
responded with the proper amount of force, protected innocent civilians, restored 
property to the abused, and sought no personal gain or financial reward. Using 
the above stated principles for a Just War, the account of Abram’s war with the 
allied forces of Chedorlaomer can be outlined as follows. 

 
a. There must be a just cause for war. 

Abram had a just cause for war against Chedorlaomer. A peaceful 
neighboring kingdom was violently overrun, innocent human lives were 
taken, civilian prisoners were acquired, and private property was 
looted. International or intertribal order was violated for the lustful gred 
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of an expansion minded invading king. Vindication was authorized to 
restore the basic human rights that were forcefully removed.   

 
b. War must be declared by competent authority. 

Abram received word of the military devastation caused by 
Chedorlaomer through an individual who escaped. He learned that 
exploitation of civilians had occurred, and that hostages or slaves had 
been taken, including his relative Lot. Abram was at this time a leader 
in a confederation of tribes (v.13) and maintained a military force of at 
least three hundred servants born in his household (v.14). He was a 
competent, recognized authority, an acknowledged leader, with a 
legitimate claim to call the people to war.   

 
c. Is there comparative justice?  

Abram went to war against the allied forces of Chedorlaomer to restore 
personal property, release captured slaves, and restore the legitimate 
governments of the conquered tribes. His motive was to remove the 
injustices imposed upon the people of greater Palestine through a 
measured military campaign, to restore justice and peace to an 
oppressed people.  

 
d. Is there right intention? 

Abram’s intention in this military attack was not motivated by personal 
greed or a lust for power or domination over another people (14:16). 
His intention was measured, selective, and calculated. The intent of 
the campaign against Chedorlaomer was based on restoration of 
property, reunification of families, release of slaves, and the promotion 
of peace and stability in the region.  

 
e. Last resort. 

Chedorlaomer was an aggressive, militant, expansion-minded king 
who lusted after power and the exploitation of others. His reputation 
and recent history as a brutal conquer (14:1-10) and as an oppressor 
of civilians (14:11-12) reveals that negotiation or compromise with such 
a vicious military commander was not a reasonable option.  Abram 
understood that to be released from the terror of Chedorlaomer would 
require him to defeat him in battle. 
 

f. Probability of success. 
Abram’s attack upon the forces of Chedorlaomer was not a suicide 
mission nor was it a hastily conceived plan. With the proper use of 
force under the right conditions in a limited campaign (14:15), Abram 
had an excellent possibility of completing a brief but successful military 
victory. Abram possessed the select military expertise to complete his 
mission of the rescue of prisoners, the restoration of stolen goods, and 
vindication against the unprovoked attack of Chedorlaomer’s forces. 
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g. Proportionality.  

Abram did not gather an overwhelming army from the confederacy in 
which he was associated (14:13), but instead used a select military 
force (14:14). He did not seek to indiscriminately annihilate the armies 
of Chedorlaomer. Rather, his military response was proportionate to 
his goal of rescuing prisoners, restoring confiscated goods, and 
protecting the people from further unprovoked attacks through 
defeating Chedorlaomer in a short military campaign (14:15).   

 
h. Right spirit. 

Abram sought no personal privilege or private gain from entering into 
combat with Chedorlaomer. He returned private property to its owners, 
restored families, and protected women and children (14:16). When 
the spoils of war were offered to him in the pattern of ancient 
celebrations of war victories, he refused such advantage (14:21-23), 
accepting compensation only for food and minimal supplies (14:24).     

 
i. Selective immunity. 

Abram, unlike Chedorlaomer, did not attack civilians nor seize non-
combatants for prisoners or slaves. He attacked an aggressive trained 
army in the field, used precise military tactics, and achieved a victory. 
No attack was made upon civilian property or people. Non-combatants 
were not targeted and were immune from his assault. In this properly 
executed military campaign, Abram was blessed by Melchizedeck, 
priest of the most high God (14:18-20). 

 
This account of Abram at war with the forces of Chedorlaomer reveals that 

the principles of the Just War Theory were not invented by Augustine, but were 
woven within the Bible itself. In the book of beginnings, Genesis, our first 
introduction to a formal military campaign is also a pattern for military conduct 
performed with the blessing of the Lord.  
 
The Lord Jesus Christ and the Apostles with the Soldiers of Rome 
 

Israel at the time of Christ was a country under military occupation by the 
Roman Empire. In the year 190 BC the influence of the Roman Empire began to 
be felt in the Palestine region, from Roman influence in Syria to the north and in 
Egypt to the southwest. For numerous decades, internal affairs at Rome and 
expansion in other directions prevented any serious attention being paid to the 
region of Judea. After prolonged Roman wars throughout Asia Minor, by 64 BC 
Syria and Judea were taken by the Romans and annexed to their general 
domain. Almost immediately thereafter, the region of Palestine and Judea was 
embroiled in Roman political rivalries, and a heavy tribute was required from the 
people. Periodic Jewish revolts, civil disturbances, rivalries between Jewish 
leaders, and uprisings against Roman authority made this region an ongoing 
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irritation to Rome. In the years leading up to the birth of Christ, the region around 
Israel was a center for rebellion and opposition to Roman rule. Roman soldiers 
were feared on the streets of Jerusalem, but also were ridiculed and harassed 
when safety allowed it.34 The usual fate of a country conquered by Rome was to 
become a subject province, governed directly from Rome through locally 
assigned political appointees. In the New Testament gospels, the Herod family is 
frequently named as a ruling hierarchy in Israel, administrating civil order under 
the supervision of Pontius Pilate, the Roman procurator of Judea from 26-36 AD.  

 
There are several instances in the New Testament when Jesus Christ or 

the Apostles had direct interaction with soldiers of the Roman army. While some 
in the first centuries after Jesus’ resurrection claimed that Christianity was 
incompatible with military service,35 the Lord Jesus Christ and the Apostles never 
taught this. In fact, the relationship between Roman soldiers in the Bible and 
Christianity reveals that the occupation of a soldier is a valid Christian vocation, 
soldiers can be people of great faith, and may possess significant spiritual 
insight. Primary examples are seen in John the Baptist’s words to the inquiring 
soldiers in Luke 3:14 and Jesus’ response to the faith and humility of the Roman 
soldier in Matthew 8:5-10. Further insight into Christianity and Roman soldiers is 
found in the statement of the Roman Centurion at the foot of the cross, and 
through Roman soldiers in the life of the Apostle Paul.  

 
The Lord Jesus Christ interacted with Roman soldiers as He ministered 

throughout Israel. Jesus never denounced such soldiers as immoral or engaged 
in an unethical profession. In Luke 3:12-14, John the Baptist is preaching a 
message of repentance in preparation for the soon coming Messiah. Various 
groups of people come to John asking advice on what they needed to do to 
prepare for the Messiah. A generic group of individuals came to John asking 
what they needed to in preparation, as well as tax collectors.  Then a number of 
Roman soldiers asked an identical question. 
                                                             
34 Many helpful texts record the status of Israel under Roman influence and occupation. For example, 
several useful chapters are found in Merrill C. Tenney’s New Testament Times, (Grand Rapids: Eerdman’s 
Publishing, 1983). See also John Wilkinson, “Jerusalem Under Rome and Byzantium,” Jerusalem in History, 
(New York: Northampton Books, 2000), pp.75-129. 
 
35 An example of the thought that Christianity was incompatible with military service in the early church  can 
be found by Athenagoras (late 2nd century), a Christian philosopher and apologist from Athens, who stated 
that Christians should “be good and patient toward evil” and that the thought of killing another person under 
any circumstances was incompatible with Christianity. See the letter to Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius 
called “A Plea for Christians,” in The Anti-Nicean Fathers, vol.II, ch.34-35. In the next generation after 
Athenagorus, Tertullian of Carthage (c.155-c.240) in his work, “On Idolatry” remarked about the tension 
Christians feel when in the service both to Christ and to the military. His often quoted remark is “The Lord, in 
disarming Peter, unbelted every soldier.” Yet Tertullian in the same paragraph acknowledges the fact that 
Jesus and the Apostles interacted with Christian Roman soldiers without ever rebuking them for being in an 
unlawful or immoral vocation. See The Anti-Nicean Fathers, vol. III, ch.19. Origen of Alexandria (c.185-254) 
was a contemporary of Tertullian and wielded great influence in the first few centuries of Christianity. Origen  
declared that Christian clergy should be exempt from war, but that lay Christians could and should 
participate in the military under the guidance of the Apostle Paul’s statements to submit to secular rulers.  
See excerpts from Origen’s document called “Against Celsus” in Arthur F. Holmes, War and Christian 
Ethics, p.49.  Historical records indicate that for the first few hundred years after the Apostles, there was no 
unanimous opinion of the relationship between the Christian and war. 



 20 

 
And the soldiers likewise demanded of Him, saying, And 
what shall we do? And he said unto them, Do violence to no 
man, neither accuse any falsely; and be content with your 
wages.  
[Luke 3:14]   

 
Essentially, John the Baptist was telling these inquiring soldiers that they 

needed to prepare for the coming Messiah just as anyone else did in Israel. They 
were not somehow more evil sinners than civilians, or engaged in an occupation 
that they immediately needed to abandon. John’s instructions to the soldiers told 
them that they were to remain as military men, that they were to be honest 
soldiers, not abusive, fair, and not gossips or slanderers. If there was an ethical 
problem with coming to the Messiah and being a Roman soldier, John the Baptist 
would have said so, as he exposed the hypocrisy of many others who 
approached him  (Luke 3:7-8). Yet John not only remains silent on the subject of 
condemning the vocation of soldering, he rather endorses the vocation by 
challenging these Roman troops to be excellent, diligent, and moral soldiers.  

 
In Matthew 8:5-10, 13, a conversation develops between Jesus Christ and 

a Roman Centurion, a leader of one of the sixty “centuries” or companies of one 
hundred men in a Roman legion. The Centurian carried a staff of vinewood and a 
special sash, which were his badges of office. There were various ranks of 
Centurions, and their responsibilities were quite similar to what would be a First 
Sergeant in the contemporary U.S. Army. A Centurion would drill his men; 
inspect their weapons, food, and uniforms; and command them in training as well 
as in combat.36  The interaction between the Centurion and Jesus is as follows. 

 
(v.5) And when Jesus was entered into Caper’naum, there 

came unto him a centurion, beseeching him, 
(v.6) And saying, Lord, my servant lieth at home sick of the 

palsy, greviously tormented. 
(v.7) And Jesus saith unto him, I will come and heal him.   
(v.8) The Centurion answered and said, Lord, I am not 

worthy that thou shoudest come under my roof; but speak the word 
only, and my servant shall be healed. 

(v.9) For I am a man under authority, having soldiers under 
me; and I say to this man, Go, and he goeth; and to another, Come, 
and he cometh; and to my servant, Do this, and he doeth it. 

(v.10) When Jesus heard it, he marveled, and said to them 
that followed, Verily I say unto you, I have not found so great faith, 
no, not in Israel… 

                                                             
36 Centurions were the backbone of the Roman legions, and were both feared and respected by fellow 
soldiers. An excellent bibliography on the roles and duties of these soldiers was compiled by California State 
University – Northridge, and can be accessed at www.csun.edu, “Officers, Centurions, Optiones,” The 
Roman Army: A Bibliography, edited by John P. Adams. 
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(v.13) And Jesus said unto the centurion. Go thy way; and 
as thou hast believed, so be it done unto thee. And his servant was 
healed in the very same hour.   

 
This account of Christ and the believing Centurion is the standard text 

which validates the Christian profession of soldering and clearly endorses the 
fact that Jesus taught that a Christian can serve in the military.37  The Centurion 
had obviously heard of the miracles and teachings of Jesus, as Capernaum was 
a frequent location for Jesus’ ministries, and knew in faith that Jesus could heal 
his beloved servant. This was no small deed, in that a pagan Roman Centurion, 
a leader of troops as an occupying force in a foreign land, would seek out a 
humble traveling Jewish preacher named Jesus, believing that this itinerant rabbi 
could heal his ailing servant. When Jesus agrees to come to the Centurion’s 
home and heal the servant, a great testimony of personal faith is expressed by 
the Centurion, who stated, “Lord, I am not worthy…”.  Keeping in mind the fact 
that Rome was an arrogant and oppressing army in Israel, and that the 
Centurions were a group of leaders in great authority, it becomes apparent that 
this simple expression of belief in Christ by the Centurion revealed that he had 
come to accept by faith the claims that Jesus was the Jewish Messiah.38 This is 
validated by Jesus Himself, who stated that the Centurion “hast believed”(v.13) 
and that he possessed “great faith”(v.10).   

 
The response of Jesus to this seeking Centurion is remarkable. Jesus, 

seeing the soldier in his distinct uniform, did not reprimand him and say, “Go, and 
sin no more,” as He did to the woman caught in adultery (John 8:11). When the 
Centurion stated (v.9) that he was in a military position of authority in a pagan 
Roman hierarchal system, Jesus did not demand that he leave the military. Jesus 
did not criticize him for being in the profession of military arms, but accepts the 
Centurion as a soldier in a vocation that is legitimate. The soldier’s faith is not 
only accepted, but praised (v.10) as an example for others to follow. Perhaps the 
most telling aspect of this encounter between Jesus and the Centurion is when, 
after healing the servant, Jesus says directly to the Centurion, “Go thy way” 
(v.13). This is a significant expression, meaning that the Centurion was instructed 

                                                             
37 This account of Christ and the Centurion in Matthew 8:5-10 is used as a model of Christian spirituality by 
W.A. Criswell. In his commentary on the gospel of Matthew, he states, “The humility of this Roman officer of 
Capernaum, described in this passage, brought a flood of emotion to the soul of our Savior. Forecasting the 
ages, our Lord looked upon this Gentile soldier as a forerunner of those who will believe in Jesus from the 
north and the south and the east and the west. We see in this humble centurion, and in his implicit faith in 
the power of Jesus to save and to heal, the great Gentile harvest that will be gathered when believing 
sinners out of all nations shall join with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in giving glory to God.” Taken from 
Expository Notes on the Gospel of Matthew, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishers, 1972), p. 45.   
 
38 The idea of the Centurion at this point making a personal profession of faith in Christ as the Messiah is 
endorsed by multiple commentators, such as W.H. Griffith Thomas, Outline Studies in Acts, Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans Publishers, 1983), pp. 185-199. Here Thomas presents three outlines which highlight the fact that 
Cornelius as a Roman monotheist and sympathizer to Judaism found his faith completed by personal belief 
in Jesus Christ as Messiah. See also F.F. Bruce’s brief commentary on Matthew in the thin multi-volume 
series, Understanding the New Testament, (London: Scripture Union, 1978), p.26. 
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by Christ to “withdraw,” “retire”, or “continue on his way as he was going”. 39 If 
there ever was a perfect opportunity to censure the profession of military arms, 
this was the time. Yet Jesus does the exact opposite. He affirms the man as both 
a soldier and a believer. There is no inherent contradiction. As Robert Morey 
said, 

 
When dealing with Roman or Jewish soldiers, Jesus never told them to leave the 
military or that it was morally wrong to be soldiers… If he were a pacifist and 
opposed in principle any violence by anyone, He would not have failed to rebuke 
those who were in the military. Jesus was not known for overlooking sin in the 
lives of those who sat under His teaching40 

 
There are four Centurions mentioned in the New Testament. The first was 

mentioned in Matthew 8:5-10, explained above. The second was the Centurion 
who, at the foot of the cross, as Jesus passed into death, declared, “Truly this 
man was the Son of God” (Mark 15:39). The third and forth Centurions 
mentioned in the New Testament are given by name. Cornelius was a Centurion 
stationed in Caesarea (Acts 10:1), while Julius was assigned to guard the 
Apostle Paul on his court appeal trip to Rome (Acts 27:1). In all of these 
examples, Centurions as soldiers are mentioned favorably. They are not ridiculed 
or reprimanded for being in military service to a pagan empire. Never is it even 
implied that military service is incompatible with Christianity. Unanimously, the 
role of the Centurions in the New Testament are presented in a positive manner. 
A most telling example of this is found in the testimony of Cornelius. 

 
Cornelius was an Italian Centurion stationed at Caesarea in Palestine, 

located on the Mediterranean coast on the main route from Tyre to Egypt, about 
fifty miles from Jerusalem. This city housed the Roman capital of the province of 
Judea, and was a model Roman city with a forum, theater, public baths, paved 
streets, numerous pagan temples, and the residence of ruling Herod dynasty. 
The Gospel first came to Caesarea through the itinerant ministry of Phillip, a 
deacon in the Jerusalem church (Acts 8:40). Jews had lived in this area for 
centuries, with the recent arrival of the Romans allowing monotheistic Judaism to 
have an influence on pagan Roman polytheistic beliefs.  One man dissatisfied 
with the idolatry of Rome and sympathetic to Judaism and who embraced 
Christianity was the Centurion Cornelius. He is introduced in Acts 10:1-2. 

 
(v.1)There was a certain man in Caesarea called Cornelius, 

a Centurion of the Italian band, 
(v.2) A devout man, and one that feared God with all his 

house, who gave much alms to the people, and prayed to God 
always. 

                                                             
39 W.E. Vine, Vine’s Expository Dictionary of Biblical Words, section II, p.269; Spiro Zodhaites, The 
Complete Word Study Dictionary – New Testament, p.1407. 
 
40 Robert A. Morey, When is it Right to Fight, p.39. 
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 Here the personal character of Cornelius is described in four aspects. 
First, he is called “a devout man,” meaning in this context a God-fearing 
proselyte or semi-proselyte to Judaism, one of those who worshipped with the 
Jews even though they were still uncircumcised, who often had designated 
seating in the synagogues. The word “devout” (EULABES) literally means godly, 
reverent, or to rightfully discern or properly receive something.41 Cornelius is next 
described as a man who “feareth God with all his house.” This expression firmly 
places Cornelius as one who had turned from the idols of Rome to faith in the 
one true God as revealed in Judaism. By using the word “feareth,” we 
understand Cornelius as a man who possessed a reverential awe, or a honorable 
religious devotion that had a wholesome dread of displeasing the Lord.42 The 
third way Cornelius is described is as one who “gave much alms to the people,” 
showing that he was financially benevolent towards the poor Jewish people of his 
adopted faith. Lastly, Cornelius is commended as a man who “prayed to God 
always,” showing that he had a genuine reputation among the Jews of Caesarea, 
as one who practiced both a practical and a personal piety towards the God of 
Israel.43 Not only were the prayers of Cornelius answered (v.4), but his reputation 
by his subordinates reflects upon his character as a genuine man of God. When 
tasked to meet the Apostle Peter, the junior soldiers under Cornelius referred to 
their leader as “Cornelius the Centurion, a just man, and one that feareth God, 
and of good report among all the nation of the Jews” (v.22).     
 

In every major New Testament example of Roman Centurions, these men 
acted noble and morally. The Biblical position on a military vocation is that there 
is no inherent contradiction or conflict between being a man of faith and 
performing as a soldier for one’s country.  
 
The Place of War and the Sermon on the Mount 
 

The Sermon on the Mount, located in the Gospel of Matthew, chapters five 
through seven, is an exciting mixture of strait forwardness and mystery that has 
proven to be a timeless center of Christian living and ethics. The phraseology is 
simple yet profound, elementary and pragmatic yet at the same time quite 
                                                             
41 Spiro Zodhiates, The Complete Word Study Dictionary - New Testament, (Chattanooga: AMG Publishers, 
1992), p.676. Also see W.E. Vine, Vine’s Expository Dictionary of Biblical Words, (Nashville: Thomas Nelson 
Publishers, 1985), section II, p.167.  
 
42 Spiro Zodhiates, p. 1449; W.E. Vine, section II, p.230. 
 
43 A good summary of the soldier Cornelius as a man of faith is provided by Herbert Lockyer, All the Men of 
the Bible, (Grand rapids: Zondervan Publishing, 1958), pp.85-86.  Lockyer states that Cornelius was, “A 
converted Roman centurion at Caesarea, a devout man (Acts 10). He was the first Gentile convert and 
through his conversion the door of faith was opened unto the Gentiles. Disgusted with the Gentile paganism 
of his day he turned to God but did not have a full understanding of the Gospel of Grace. Through Peter’s 
ministry, Cornelius became a believer and was received into the fellowship of the church. From this point 
there is no difference between Jew and Gentile. In Christ they become one (Eph. 2:18). Benevolence, 
prayerfulness, obedience and spiritual receptivity characterize this godly Roman centurion.”    
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sophisticated. Whether a person interprets these passages as eschatological or 
for contemporary Christian living, the principles of moral conduct and ethical 
behavior in these verses are timeless.44 Key expressions from the Sermon on the 
Mount are familiar phrases in many cultures, such as “love your enemies” (5:44), 
“turn the other cheek”(5:39), and “blessed are the peacemakers” (5:9), to name 
only a few.  The question needs to be asked: “Can a Christian serve in the 
military as a combatant and effectively live out the message of the Sermon on 
the Mount?” 

  
The Sermon on the Mount is a narrative on proper Christian behavior, 

inter-personal attitudes, and a theocentric world-view. The lessons from these 
words of Jesus speak against personal retribution, selfish behavior, and petty 
vindictiveness, while endorsing such personal characteristics as humility, 
righteousness, and godly perseverance. There is nothing in the Sermon on the 
Mount that calls for the abolition of armies, the disarming of nations that profess 
a Christian majority, or the impossibility of a military person being a vibrant 
disciple of Jesus Christ. The Sermon on the Mount expresses the desired 
interpersonal relationships between a Christian and others, and does not serve 
as a document designed to restructure human governments or disband military 
organizations. As Robert Moyer stated, “Do not force into the Sermon on the 
Mount meanings that are not there, for the words of our Lord do not mean the 
abolition of armies and navies, or that we are to do away with magisterial 
functions….”45         
 
 It is interesting that Earl F. Palmer in his book on the Sermon on the 
Mount, called The Enormous Exception, uses the imagery of a well-disciplined 
soldier as an example of someone who effectively lives out the principles of the 
Sermon on the Mount. His point is that just as a well-trained soldier will not react 
impulsively or hastily enter a conflict without forethought and a proper evaluation 
of the issues, so a well-disciplined Christian will be less likely to cause blunders, 
mistakes, or create division if they effectively live out the Sermon on the Mount.  
Obviously Mr. Palmer has no issue with the idea of a faithful Christian being an 
effective military man, since he uses this as an example for both civilians and 
soldiers to accept as a model for a mature Christian life.46  
 
 To make a specific point, consider the admonition to “love your enemies” 
in Matthew 5:44. In the context of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus is restating an 
Old Testament principle of loving thy neighbors (Leviticus 19:18), correcting the 
twisted traditions of the Pharisees, who stated that the Jews should “love thy 

                                                             
44 An excellent survey  of the various ways the Sermon on the Mount has been interpreted and applied is 
found in Robert A. Guelich, The Sermon on the Mount, (Waco, TX: Word Publishers, 1982). 
 
45 Robert Moyer, The Christian and War, p.11. 
 
46 Earl F. Palmer, The Enormous Exception: Meeting Christ in the Sermon on the Mount, (Dallas: Word 
Publishing, 1986), p.54. 
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neighbors and hate thy enemies” (Matthew 5:43), and then elevated New 
Testament spirituality to a higher plane by asserting that enemies should be 
loved and good works should be poured upon those who do evil. These 
instructions are to regulate the normative behavior of Christians in their inter-
personal relationships, but speak nothing of the abolition of armies or the 
removal of judicial proceedings from civil courts.47 The word here used for 
“enemies” in Matthew 5:44 is (εjjχθρός) ECHTHROS, which means an 
adversary, one who is opposed or contrary, or one opposed to righteousness.48 
The context of Matthew 5 reveals to us that the “enemies” in this paragraph are 
those who abuse Christians, who take advantage of the humility of Believers and 
who pursue an unbiblical agenda and lifestyle in direct conflict with Christians. 
There is no anti-military paradigm in these verses which requires Christians to lay 
down their weapons in times of war. To make an appropriate military application 
to the admonition, “love thy enemies,” consider the Christian soldier in military 
training, who is ridiculed for his faith and is taken advantage of by other soldiers. 
In this context, it would be appropriate to display Christian love towards those 
who opposed a Christian lifestyle or who were adversaries to the gospel witness 
of another soldier. Loraine Boettner expanded on this theme of “love thy 
enemies” as follows.        

We are sometimes reminded that we should love our enemies, and we 
are told that if we do love them we will not go to war against them. But while the 
Christian is commanded to love his enemies, that does not mean that he cannot 
defend himself or his loved ones against them. Nor does it necessarily follow that 
self-defense and love of those who would oppress us are contradictory. The 
judge who passes sentence on the evildoer may at the same time have a deep 
sense of pity and sympathy for him. We are indeed to love our enemies; but we 
cannot love them in the same way, nor with the same intensity, that we love our 
friends. We can love them in that while we are convinced that they are in the 
wrong and want to injure us, we nevertheless bear them no hate, and we would 
honestly like to turn them from their evil course and persuade them to a better 
way of life. 49  

 
 The Sermon on the Mount is used by various sincere and scholarly 
Christians to promote their specific philosophies of the relationship between the 
Christian and war. There are four primary approaches to this issue, all of which 
use the Sermon on the Mount as a primary text to support their position.50 The 
first approach is called military nonresistance, meaning that Christians may serve 
in the military but not in the combat arms. The nonresistance thinking is 
essentially that Christians may serve in the military as cooks, medics, chaplains, 
and in various administrative or logistical positions that would not require them to 

                                                             
47 F.F. Bruce, The Hard Sayings of Jesus, (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1983), pp.68-73. 
 
48 Spiro Zodhiates, p.692; W.E. Vine, section II, p.200. 
 
49 Loraine Boettner, The Christian Attitude Towards War, p.22.  
 
50 Robert G. Clouse, War: Four Christian Views, (Winona Lake, IN: BMH Books, 1986) 
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kill enemy soldiers.51  The second view is called Christian pacifism, which asserts 
that a Christian’s loyalties are to God and that obedience to any government rule 
that requires military service must be consciously objected to, since Christianity 
requires a higher level of existence that secular civil authorities.52 The third 
position is called Just War, which endorses the idea that all wars are evil yet 
unavoidable, and that armed force is necessary to preserve peace and remedy 
injustices, if such military actions are conducted along specific guidelines.53 The 
final theory is called Preventive War, and is a modification of the Just War theory. 
In a Preventive War, a proactive military offensive is authorized to restrict the 
ability of a tyrannical enemy from striking, and is thus not a defensive war to 
expel invaders, but an aggressive military campaign in anticipation against armed 
enemies.54           
 
 The Sermon on the Mount is the pivotal text by which all Christians must 
wrestle forth the original intention of Jesus as He spoke these words. 
Remembering that the proper tactical behavior of soldiers in combat is not 
specifically addressed in Matthew 5-7, extrapolations and applications from the 
text must be made cautiously, comparing all of what the Bible says on spirituality 
and the duties and responsibilities of solders. Given the facts that the Bible 
speaks of Old Testament combat experienced soldiers as heroes of the faith 
(Hebrews 11:32-34); that Exodus 20:13 does not condemn all types of killing; 
that human governments are ordained by God to wield the sword (Romans 13:1-
4); that the devout and scholarly Christians have supported the concept of a just 
war for over a fifteen-hundred years; that an ethically conducted war in Genesis 
14:1-24 received the direct blessing of God; and that both Jesus and the 
Apostles respected the vocation of soldering; we can conclude that a Christian 
soldier can both personally live the principles of the Sermon on the Mount and 
serve as a soldier in combat or in a military vocation. There is no inherent 
contradiction.   
 
 
The New Testament Imagery of the Nobility of Soldiering 
 

In this attempt to arrive at a biblical understanding of the relationship 
between the Christian and war, it should be noticed that in addition to direct 
scriptural teaching on this subject, both the Old Testament and the New 
                                                             
51 Ibid., pp.48-49. This position is explained in this chapter by Dr. Herman A. Hoyt, formerly of Grace 
Theological Seminary. 
 
52 Ibid., pp.85-89. The Christian pacifist position is narrated by the Mennonite scholar Dr. Myron S. 
Augsburger, formerly of Eastern Mennonite College. 
 
53 Ibid., pp.117-122. The Just War position is the majority position in Christendom today, and is here 
summarized by Dr. Arthur F. Holmes, formerly of Wheaton College. 
 
54 Ibid., pp. 153-161. Dr. Harold O.J. Brown of Trinity Evangelical Divinity School presents the position of a 
Preventive War as biblically justified in that it will stop inevitable enemy attacks upon innocent nations. 
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Testament frequently uses symbolism that is taken from military life and the 
conduct of war.55 For example, in the New Testament the Apostle Paul 
admonishes Christians to “suffer hardship with me, as a good soldier of Jesus 
Christ” (II Timothy 2:3), and urges Christians to “fight the good fight of faith”        
(I Timothy 6:2). As Robert A. Morey stated, 

 
The most we can logically deduce from the New Testament’s use of the 

military motif in its descriptions of the Christian life is that the Apostles were not 
uncomfortable with the idea of military life per se.  If they were convinced that all 
connection with the military was intrinsically sinful and immoral, they would not 
have used the military as an illustration of the Christian life. A modern example 
would be the impossibility of using prostitution as a model for describing the 
Christian life.56 

 
 Some interesting examples of military terminology being used as a 
guideline for effective Christian living are found in the Apostle Paul’s first letter to 
the Corinthians, and his personal correspondence with his disciple Timothy. In I 
Corinthians 14:8, the Apostle Paul states, “If the trumpet blows an uncertain 
sound, who shall prepare himself to the battle?” This admonition was necessary 
based on the confusion and misuse of spiritual gifts in the Corinthian church. In 
the chaos and uncertainty of people practicing their spiritual gifts inappropriately, 
there was no clear instruction or standard for spiritual growth for the 
congregation. Paul uses a commonly understood military metaphor to help 
straighten out this anarchic situation. If in the fury of combat, a trumpeter cannot 
clearly relay the instructions of his commander, the troops in the field will be 
without direction. A military trumpeter must unmistakably and accurately sound 
forth the instructions to retreat, advance, reform, or some other command. A 
concise trumpet sound provides directions for soldiers in combat. Paul takes this 
commonly understood illustration and applies it to the befuddled Corinthian 
church. Because of their misuse of spiritual gifts, there is no clear direction for 
the congregation, no sense of focus, and no ability to advance.57 
 

When the Apostle Paul wrote his first letter to Timothy, he used military 
phraseology to encourage his young disciple to faithful and steadfast Christian 
service, by charging him to “war a good warfare” (I Timothy 1:18).  The New 
International Version translates this phrase as “fight the good fight.”  The 
commentator Albert Barnes accepts this military symbolism of the Apostle Paul 

                                                             
55 Loraine Boettner, The Christian Attitude Towards War, p.32. 
 
56 Robert A, Morey, When is it Right to Fight?, p.54. 
 
57 Albert Barnes, Barnes’ Notes on the New Testament, (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publishers, 1962), p.777.   
The illustration of a military trumpet as an instrument to prepare soldiers for battle is used as a metaphor for 
Christians to communicate clearly, accurately, and precisely. There is no hint in Paul that military language 
is uncomfortable, or that military illustrations are inappropriate or incompatible to Christian teachings. See 
also Leon Morris, “1 Corinthians,” Tyndale New Testament Commentaries, (Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans 
Publishing, 1983), pp.192-193; and W. Harold Mare, “1 Corinthians,” The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishers, 1976), p.273.  
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and then adds his own military analogies to further make the point that the 
successful Christian life can be modeled on the noble service of a faithful military 
man. 

 
 The Christian life is often compared to a warfare or struggle for victory, 
(comp. Eph. VI:10-17; I Cor. IX:7; 2 Cor X:4,) and the services of the Christian 
ministry especially are liked to those of a soldier, 2 Tim. ii:3-4; iv:7. The meaning 
here is, that he should contend with earnestness as a Christian and a minister in 
that holy service in which he was engaged, and endeavor to secure the victory. 
He “wars a good warfare” who is engaged in a righteous cause; who is faithful to 
his commander and to his post; who is unslumbering in observing the motions of 
the enemy, and fearless in courage in meeting them; who never forsakes his 
standard and who continues thus faithful til the period of his enlistment has 
expired, or till death. Such a soldier the Christian minister should be. 58 

 
 To further display the New Testament use of military terms in a positive 
manner, consider that the Apostle Paul calls both himself and his followers to be  
soldiers in the service of the Lord. To Epaphroditus, a messenger from the 
church at Philippi, Paul designates him as a “fellow soldier” (Philippians 2:25).  
Paul also used the identical phrase in describing Archippus, a Christian minister 
at Colosse, as a “fellow soldier” (Philemon 2). This expression comes from the 
Greek words (σύν) SUN, a preposition which means union, together, or 
companionship, and (ςτρατιώτης ) STRATIOTES, a noun which literally means a 
common soldier or a soldier of the camp.59 In Paul’s second letter to Timothy, his 
words of encouragement to his young disciple are outlined with clear military 
symbolism. 
 

Thou therefore, endure hardness, as a good soldier 
[STRATIOTES] of Jesus Christ. 
No man that warreth entangleth himself with the affairs of 
this life, that he    may please him who hath chosen him to 
be a soldier. 

      II Timothy 2:3-4 
 
 Christian liberals would need to perform a major operation on both the Old 
and the New Testament in order to delete or explain away the simple and 
straightforward meaning of these passages replete with favorable military 
symbolism.  As Loraine Boettner stated, 
 

                                                             
58 Albert Barnes, Barnes’ Notes on the New Testament, p.1132. 
 
59 The Greek word (ςτρατιώτης)  STRATIOTES was the common word for a soldier. For example, it is used 
for typical Roman soldiers in Matthew 8:9; 27:27; 28:12; Mark 15:16; Luke 7:8; 23:36; as well as six times in 
the Gospel of John and thirteen times in the Book of Acts. Spiro Zodhiates defines (ςτρατιώτης) as “A fellow-
soldier, figuratively of Christian teachers, Paul’s companions in the labors and dangers of Christian 
warfare…. A soldier, warrior, spoken of common soldiers; figuratively of a Christian minister.” See The 
Complete Word Study Dictionary – New Testament, p.1350, and W.E. Vine, Vine’s Expository Dictionary of 
New Testament Words, section II, p.584. 
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Our easygoing and luxury-loving age desires a Christianity that can be 
set forth under the aspects of beauty, loveliness, meekness, and humility. It is 
inclined to forget that Christianity, in order to be truly biblical, must have its 
aspects of sternness and wrath against every wrong. The battle rages between 
the forces of righteousness, light, and truth on the one side, and those of sin, 
darkness, and error on the other. In this battle the church of Christ, militant and 
triumphant, marches as to war.    

It is hardly conceivable that the Scriptures should present the Christian 
life under a symbolism having to do so distinctly with soldering and warfare and 
at the same time repudiate the reality for which that symbolism stands as always 
and everywhere wrong. 60 

 
 The primary passage which equates military themes with the successful 
Christian life is found in Ephesians 6:10-18.  Specifically, vv.13-18a display the 
Pauline use of military armor and weapons as an analogy for preparedness in the 
Christian life. 
 

 (v.13) Wherefore take unto you the whole armor of God, that 
ye may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to 
stand.  
 (v.14) Stand, therefore, having your loins girt about with 
truth, and having on the breastplate of righteousness: 
 (v.15) And your feet shod with the preparation of the gospel 
of peace; 
 (v.16) Above all, taking the shield of faith, wherewith ye shall 
be able to quench all the fiery darts of the wicked. 
 (v.17) And take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the 
Spirit, which is the word of God: 
 (v.18) Praying always with all prayer and supplication in the 
Spirit…. 

 
 This entire description of a Christian prepared to battle against the spiritual 
forces of wickedness is based on an ancient Roman infantryman’s armament, a 
common site to all of the Apostle Paul’s readers.  The word rendered “whole 
armor” (πανοπλία) PANOPLY means complete armor, offensive and defensive.61 
The vibrant Christian is both to have defensive armor against the forces of evil, 
and an offensive disposition against the spiritual darkness in this world. Far from 
being passive, the “sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God” (v.17) is a 
reference to the short dagger-like sword that all Roman soldiers carried for hand-
to-hand combat and without which they would have felt unarmed.62  From the 
armament of a breastplate, to leggings, to shield, helmet, and sword, the 
Christian is admonished to put on, or be covered with the armor or protection of 

                                                             
60 Loraine Boettner, The Christian Attitude Towards War, p.33. 
 
61 ) Albert Barnes, Barnes’ Notes on the New Testament,  p.1011 
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the Lord to both resist and fight against spiritual wickedness. It is 
incomprehensible that the attire of a combat soldier would here be used in such 
detail, if there was an inherent or essential contradiction between military service 
and the Christian life. Along this idea of military terms being used to describe the 
successful Christian life, one author stated; 

 
 Our pacifist friends are often grieved today because Christianity bristles 
with so many military terms, because the church is so often likened to an army, 
and the Christian to a soldier. They tell us that such a hymn as “Onward Christian 
Soldiers” should be deleted from our hymnals. But I am glad it is there. I am glad 
that once in a while in our peaceful worship there comes a strain of martial music 
and the sound of marching feet. For all of this serves to keep before us a fact that 
we should never forget, namely, that Christianity is a war., a war against sin and 
selfishness within and every monstrous evil, against every demon of greed and 
cruelty and hate which slays the souls of men and makes the world a hell.63     

 
  The favorable biblical symbolism of soldering supports the idea that the 
profession of military arms serves as a positive analogy for the Christian life. This 
fact becomes all the more relevant when we consider that the many New 
Testament illustrations of soldering used as descriptions for successful Christian 
living were made while the pagan Roman armies occupied the land of Israel and 
were the stern masters of the Mediterranean world. The typical Roman soldier 
was a heathen polytheist, a repugnant disposition for the monotheistic Judeo-
Christian world of the Bible. Yet the actual profession of soldering is more than 
never assailed in the Bible, but is consistently used in a positive manner to 
illustrate proper spiritual principles and practices.   
 
 
The Biblical Balance: The Example of Nehemiah 
 

The biblical account of the rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem under 
Nehemiah’s leadership provides an illustrative balance between faith, protection 
of personal property and civilians, the use of military force in self-defense, and 
the blessing of God.64 Israel had been partially conquered first by Assyrian forces 
in the year 721 B.C. and then totally devastated by the armies of Babylon around 
587 B.C.  Nehemiah was a layman, a servant prisoner in the foreign court of 
Persia, one of thousands of Jews in captivity in Persia during the fifth century 
B.C.  The period depicted in the book of Nehemiah was a festive period in Jewish 
history. Permission was granted by the Persian sovereign for the Jewish exiles to 
return to their homeland and resettle the ruins of Jerusalem. The two primary and 

                                                             
63 Loraine Boettner, The Christian Attitude Towards War, p.35. 
 
64 Robert A. Morey, When is it Right to Fight, pp.32-33. Unfortunately, Morey only introduces this theme but 
does not elaborate. Further, the Preventive War theory, presented by Harold O.J. Brown in War: Four 
Christian Views, pp.153-168, would have had a solid biblical support if he had used the example of 
Nehemiah instead of basing his argument on secular military and political strategies.   
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overlapping leaders in the tremendous effort to rebuild the temple, city, and walls 
of Jerusalem were Ezra and Nehemiah.   

 
Throughout the book of Nehemiah, the blessing and favor of God is upon 

the Jewish people.  In particular, Nehemiah himself is described as one who had 
“the good hand of the Lord upon him” (2:2, 18). Both before, during, and after his 
arming of the people for self-defense, Nehemiah is presented as a confident man 
of God, fully dependant upon the Lord to guide his decisions and bless his 
strategy.65 This includes Nehemiah’s use of military force and tactics to subdue a 
threatening enemy. The taunting and arming of an enemy force against 
Nehemiah and the Jews rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem is described 
throughout chapter four. 

 
(v.7) But it came to pass, that when Sanbal’lat, and Tobi’ah, 

and the Arabians, and the Ammonites, and the Ashdodites, heard 
that the walls of Jerusalem were made up, and that the breaches 
began to be stopped, that they were very wroth.  

(v.8) And conspired all of them together to come and to fight 
against Jerusalem, and to hinder it. 

(v.11) And our adversaries said, They shall not know, neither 
see, till we come in the midst among them, and slay them, and 
cause the work to cease.   

 
 Nehemiah’s response to this military threat is perceptive. 

 
(v.9) Nevertheless we made our prayer unto our God, and 

set a watch against them day and night, because of them. 
 

Nehemiah was not an aggressive military warrior in pursuit of conquests. 
As a man of God called to a unique ministry in the history of Israel, Nehemiah 
understood the proper use of military force was not in contradiction to his 
principles as a man of faith and prayer. His primary exhortation is to “remember 
the Lord,” meaning to focus on the divine mission sanctioned by God and not the 
threats of the enemies of the Lord. 

 
(v.13) Therefore set I in the lower places behind the wall, 

and on the higher places, I even set the people after their families 
with their swords, their spears, and their bows.  

(v.14) And I looked, and rose up, and said unto the nobles, 
and to the rulers, and to the rest of the people, Be not afraid of 
them: remember the Lord, who is great and terrible, and fight for 

                                                             
65 “Musing on the past faithfulness of the God of Heaven and the need of the hour, Nehemiah responded 
with a marvelous blend of faith and strategy…. The people used every hour of daylight to work, and they 
slept within the city walls at night, fully clothed and battle ready. This preparedness was Nehemiah’s brilliant 
plan – but a plan born of faith, not futility….  To be sure, Nehemiah responded to this opposition of military 
threat with unwavering faith and careful strategy.” Gary L. Hauck, Equipped for Service, (Schaumburg, IL: 
Regular Baptist Press, 1993), pp.65-66. 
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your brethren, your sons, and your daughters, your wives, and your 
houses.  

 
The obvious blessing of God was upon the arming of the people, as  

Nehemiah both led the people in prayer and in arming themselves.66 Their 
prayers were answered and the Lord was honored through this military action. 

 
(v.15) And it came to pass, when our enemies heard that it 

was known unto us, and God had wrought their counsel to naught, 
that we returned all of us to the wall, every one unto his work. 

 
Nehemiah’s competency as a military tactician, a construction engineer, 

and a man of faith and prayer, is evident.  
 
(v.16)And it came to pass from that time forth, that the half of 

my servants wrought in the work, and the other half of them held 
both the spears, the shields, and the bows, and the habergeons 
[armor]; and the rulers were behind all the house of Judah. 

(v.17) They which built on the wall, and they that bore 
burdens, with those that labored, every one with one of his hands 
wrought in the work, and with the other hand held a weapon. 

(v.18) For the builders, every one had his sword girded by 
his side, and so built. And he that sounded the trumpet was by me. 

(v.19) And I said unto the nobles, and to the rulers, and to 
the rest of the people, The work is great and large, and we are 
separated upon the wall, one far from another. 

(v.20) In what place therefore ye hear the sound of the 
trumpet, resort ye thither unto us: our God shall fight for us. 

(v.21) o we labored in the work: and half of them held the 
spears from the rising of the morning till the stars appeared. 

(v.22) Likewise at the same time said I unto the people, Let 
every one with his servant lodge within Jerusalem, that in the night 
they may be a guard to us, and labor on the day. 

(v.23) So neither I, nor my brethren, nor y servants, nor the 
men of the guard which followed me, none of us put off our clothes, 
saving that every one put them off for washing. 

 
In the above paragraph, Nehemiah was not merely uttering vain pious 

platitudes when he asserted, “our God will fight for us” (4:20). The favor of God 
was upon the Jews, and their taking up of arms was fully supported by the 
blessing of God upon the safety of the people, the frustration of the attempts of 

                                                             
66 C.F. Keil and F. Delitizch, Commentary on the Old Testament, vol. III, pp.202-204. Here Nehemiah is 
presented admirably as a main of great faith and creative strategy in both spiritually and militarily preparing 
the people. 
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the enemy to destroy the rebuilding project, and the ultimate timely and 
successful completion of the rebuilding project. 67 

 
(6:15-16) So the wall was finished in the twenty and fifth day 

of the month E’lul, in fifty and two days. 
And it came to pass, that when all our enemies heard 

thereof, and all the heathen that were about us saw these things, 
they were much cast down in their own eyes: for they perceived 
that this work was wrought of our God. 

 
 Nehemiah was a governor, preacher, administrator, construction 
supervisor, and military strategist. In all of these capacities he maintained an 
intimate relationship with the Lord (7:5) and was a human instrument which 
stimulated great spiritual repentance and rededication to God (8:9). Herbert 
Lockyer described Nehemiah as “the soldier and the statesman” who was “wise 
in taking proper precautions against surprise attacks” and a man who “knew that 
God would fight for him.” He further describes Nehemiah as a “patriotic Jew 
whose heart was stirred with sorrow over the derelict condition of Jerusalem” and 
as a clear thinking leader, who when the enemies delivered a military ultimatum, 
responded properly by arming his men and setting a watch.68 
 
 A summary of the use of military force under Ezra and Nehemiah during 
the rebuilding of Jerusalem is as follows. 
 

 The just use of force is illustrated in these two books. The people of God 
returned to Israel by decree of King Cyrus (Ezra 1). They obtained a legal right to 
rebuild Jerusalem. Later, under King Artaxerxes, their building permit was 
revoked (Ezra 4). Because of the overwhelming numbers of their enemies and 
the superior forces of Artexerxes, the Jews ceased building Jerusalem. 
 Fourteen years later, Nehemiah’s petition to Artexerxes to rebuild the city 
was granted (Neh.2). With the influx of Nehemiah’s group, they now had enough 
people to use force to defend themselves (Neh.4). The city and the temple were 
completed because the people were on constant military alert. Half the workers 
acted as heavily armed sentries. The other half worked with one hand and 
carried a sword in the other or strapped one to their wastes. The city would not 
have been built otherwise…. 
 In all the condemnations listed against Israel by the prophets, not once is 
the use of force for personal or civil defense denounced as sin. On the other 
hand, we find that prophets such as Amos denounced tyranny, and Jeremiah 
denounced the oppression of the poor (Amos 2:6-8; 4:1-3; Jer. 22:13-27).  

                                                             
67 The administrative skills of Nehemiah as a religious reformer, civil engineer, and military tactician are the 
subject of several contemporary books on Christian leadership. For example, there is the brief book by 
Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Determined, (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1992) and the popular text by Charles R. 
Swindoll, Hand Me Another Brick, (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1978). More thorough studies of 
Nehemiah’s leadership civilian and military skills are found in Gene A. Getz, Nehemiah: Becoming a 
Discipled Leader, (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1995), and James Montgomery Boice, 
Nehemiah: Learning to Lead, (Grand Rapids: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1990).  For a brief study, see Will 
Varner, “Nehemiah: A Biblical Model for Leaders,” Israel My Glory, (Oct./Nov. 1989), pp.24-27. 
 
68 Herbert Lockyer, All the Men of the Bible, pp.255-256. 
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 The people are condemned for not stopping the tyrants from robbing 
widows and orphans and oppressing the poor. The prophets were concerned that 
no one was doing anything about the tyranny which was oppressing the people. 
This wickedness led to God’s judgment on the nation…. 
 God views the use of force to deal with tyranny and crime as just, holy 
and true. The Bible portrays freedom fighting as a reflection of God’s justice and 
is therefore an aspect of the image-bearing capacity of man. 
 While we must avoid all acts of personal violence, the use of force to 
overthrow tyranny is blessed and sanctioned by God himself. People have the 
moral obligation to take whatever action is necessary to fight for the freedom and 
liberty of all the oppressed peoples of the world. 69 
   

Conclusion   
 
 The Christian who picks up a weapon in defense of his country assumes 
an enormous responsibility, both to fellow soldiers and other Christians, but 
ultimately towards God Himself. A Christian in military service must be ready “to 
obey God rather than man” (Acts 5:29) and be determined to maintain a clear 
biblical testimony and conscience.  He must live as a Christian both in the 
barracks and in the field, enthusiastically revealing a different lifestyle and set of 
values than other soldiers. Admittedly it is difficult to maintain a godly testimony 
while in military service. Yet the examples of soldiers who were heroes of the 
faith in the Old Testament, men who were “valiant in battle,” “subdued 
kingdoms,” and “put armies to flight” (Hebrews 11:33-34) are set before 
Christians today as examples to imitate. There is no hint here that the author of 
Hebrews felt the use of force in such contexts was somehow immoral or wrong. 
He has nothing but praise for such acts of bravery and courage.70 
 
 In developing a Christian approach to war, caution must be applied in 
reference to an over-emphasis on the Old Testament accounts of soldiering, 
conquests, and the militaristic aspect of the ancient world. Today the Lord is no 
longer dealing in a theocratic way with an individual nation, but rather has left a 
standing order for the church to go out into all the world to preach the gospel. 
The New Testament broadens the foundation laid in the Old Testament, and 
expands and amplifies its teachings, while at the same time the New Testament 
has very little to say in detail concerning the technical conduct of war between 
nations. But what is clear is that: 1.) The use of military force in resisting evil and 
punishing injustice is valid; 2.) Believers in both the Old and New Testaments 
had faithful testimonies while actively involved in military service; 3.) The use of 
military force is to be limited to specific objectives for a limited duration; 4.) 
Vengeance, greed, or personal profit are not allowed, while the Christian soldier 

                                                             
69 Robert A. Morrey, When is it Right to Fight? pp.32-34. See also Gleason Archer, A Survey of Old 
Testament Introduction, (Chicago: Moody Press, 1986), pp.418-424; and Leon Wood, A Survey of Israel’s 
History, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishers, 1979), pp.397-406. 
 
70 Robert A. Morrey, When is it Right to Fight?, p.53. 
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fulfills his lawful orders tempered with a personal conviction of mercy, sympathy, 
and humility.  
 

The biblical portrait of the Christian and war is evident from a careful 
exegetical study of the scriptures. However, not all who profess to be Christians 
will agree with the role here presented of the Christian’s relationship to war. 
While the texts themselves are apparent, the theological presuppositions of those 
who interpret the passages produces various and diverse applications. For 
example, the Christian liberal, represented by such denominations as the United 
Church of Christ, the United Methodist Church, the Episcopal Church, the United 
Presbyterian Church, the Unitarian Universalist Association, and many others, 
promote a radical pacifist agenda and have long since abandoned a trust in the 
Bible as the literal word of God to be historically, literally, and grammatically 
studied and applied to every day life.  Simply put, the Bible is not their standard 
for faith and practice, and its teachings are only selectively applied to fit a 
preconceived liberal social gospel type agenda.  

 
A second group of professing Christians will take exception to the 

description of the Christian and war presented in this paper. These are the 
historic pacifists, which grew out of the protestant reformation in Europe, namely 
the Quakers, Mennonites, and others of similar persuasions. Again, the issue, as 
with the Christian liberals, is not what the Bible says, but how the texts are 
applied. The typical Mennonite pacifist places virtually all of his New Testament 
spirituality in the Sermon on the Mount, to the exclusion or reduction of numerous 
other New Testament texts in which militaristic language is used in a positive 
way, granting human governments the right to wage war, and provide illustrations 
of New Testament men of faith who were in military service.71         
 
 In this world of violence and evil, Christians should be patriots, and be 
militarily ready to die if necessary to preserve national liberty and its many 
benefits. Christians must continually remind themselves that God has ordained 
human governments, even corrupt ones, to administrate affairs on earth under 
His divine sovereignty. Whether in the military or not, Christians must be 
“Denying ungodly and worldly lusts” and committed to “living“ soberly, 
righteously, and godly, in this present world; Looking for that blessed hope, and 
the glorious appearing of the great God and our Savior Jesus Christ” (Titus 2:12-
13).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                             
71 The Mennonite scholar Dr. Myron S. Augsburger is a leading proponent of the historic protestant pacifist 
position, developed out of the European protestant reformation. His position is clearly articulated in Robert 
G. Clouse, War: Four Christian Views, pp.79-97, and briefly summarized in Harold Myra, Should a Christian 
Go to War,? pp. 9-12. 
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